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Stakeholder and public participation in environmental management has increased in 
England since the 1990s, due to efforts by the UK government to implement the 
principles of sustainable development. This paradigm relies heavily on modern 
participatory management approaches which are very different to traditional 
expert-led regimes, and aims to maintain the long-term viability of natural resources 
while achieving economic growth and providing decent standards of living, a 
challenge which is particularly acute at the coast. Integrated coastal zone 
management (ICZM) seeks to achieve sustainability by coordinating the activities of 
coastal stakeholders and sectoral managers in order to develop comprehensive 
strategic management plans, and is the management approach which member 
countries of the European Union are being encouraged to adopt by the European 
Commission. Several demonstration projects for ICZM around the European coast 
have already been conducted, and many depended on a process of consensual 
policy-making by open discussion and debate between statutory managers, organised 
stakeholder interests, and members of the public. The UK government’s decision not 
to provide new legislation for ICZM in England has focused attention on voluntary 
stakeholder associations known as Coastal Partnerships, which have been established 
in many river estuaries and other coastal locations where multiple conflicting uses 
exist or where there are important environmental management concerns. 
This thesis reviews the theoretical strengths and weaknesses of participatory 
management approaches and outlines the current arrangements for coastal 
management in England. It has found evidence for the existence of shared goals, a 
common vision, and a general spirit of cooperation, and consultation has evidently 
played an important role in promoting stakeholder engagement. However, it is clear 
that the reality of stakeholder participation in ICZM in England is very far from the 
theoretical ideal. In many cases coastal residents and users have declined to take 
advantage of opportunities to engage with statutory authorities, and a major cultural 














decision-making powers to a participatory process. Coastal Partnerships are 
negatively affected by a lack of long-term resources, varying levels of commitment 
from local authorities, a complete absence of meaningful support from the central 
government, perceived domination by the environmental lobby and failure to 
adequately engage socio-economic interests. However, it is possible that relatively 
modest improvements to the arrangements for Coastal Partnerships could create a 
powerful institution to deliver genuinely integrated management. Local authorities 
should be prepared to take a much stronger leadership role, and Coastal Partnerships 
should adopt formal constitutions, improve information provision, and be formally 
incorporated into the statutory framework for coastal management established by the 
central government. 
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Integrated coastal zone management (ICZM)1 attempts to confront the challenge of 
sustainability and intergenerational equity, which was brought to international 
attention by Agenda 21 of the 1992 Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The 
problem of how to improve social, economic and environmental states at the same 
time is particularly acute at the coast, which is a dynamic physical environment 
where population density is often higher than inland and a variety of conflicting 
resource uses occur side by side. ICZM seeks to achieve greater coordination of 
sectoral management efforts in order to achieve human benefits within a sustainable 
level of coastal resource use, and is the management paradigm which member states 
of the European Union are being urged to adopt by the European Commission (the 
EU’s bureaucratic agency). 
An important part of the ICZM process is gaining ‘the informed participation and 
cooperation of all stakeholders … in a given coastal area’ (EC, 2010). Stakeholder 
participation in coastal management, and environmental decision-making more 
generally, can be seen as part of the response to the ‘crisis of representative 
democracy’, which is understood to be caused by the failure of periodic elections to 
adequately indicate the wishes of the public, as well as the failure of institutions to 
deal with long-term problems that do not immediately influence the outcomes of 
political elections (Coenen, 1998). It is also recognised that global political and 
economic changes since the 1970s have tended to reduce the power of central 
governments and that there has been a gradual transformation in the relationship 
between government and citizens. In many countries citizens are increasingly likely 
 
                                                  
1  Although many sources prefer the simpler expression ‘integrated coastal 
management’ (ICM), the European Commission and the UK government both use 
ICZM. Because there is no meaningful difference between the two terms and this 
thesis is focused on coastal management in England, I use ICZM throughout, 














to openly criticise government policy, demand access to government-held 
information, and insist that their views be taken into account by decision-makers. At 
the same time, confidence in traditional management methods, which depended 
largely on rational calculation by professional experts, has declined. Awareness that 
governance must be perceived to be legitimate has led to greater emphasis on the 
participation of stakeholders in decision-making and implementation, with the goal of 
improving the voluntary cooperation of groups and individuals. 
In England, organisations known as Coastal Partnerships are seen by the UK 
government2 to play a key role in creating a more integrated and participatory 
approach to coastal management, as they are designed to ‘bring together 
organisations and individuals with an interest in the coast to seek solutions to coastal 
issues’ (DEFRA, 2008). The thesis will consider their effectiveness in integrating 
social, economic and environmental interests into coastal decision-making. Part 1 
provides an overview of the need for a participatory approach to coastal management, 
Part 2 defines key concepts and Part 3 summarises the potential strengths and 
weaknesses of participatory management approaches. Part 4 describes the practical 
arrangements for coastal management in England and Part 5 describes the role that 
Coastal Partnerships currently play in delivering ICZM. Part 6 compares and 
contrasts stakeholder participation theory with its practice on the English coast, 
identifies strengths and weaknesses of the current arrangements, and suggests how 
they might be improved.
                                                  
2 The UK is made up of the historically independent countries of England, Scotland 
and Wales, and the province of Northern Ireland. Since the late 1990s, responsibility 
for coastal management has been devolved by the central government in London to a 
national parliament in Scotland, and assemblies in Wales and Northern Ireland. This 
thesis will therefore focus on arrangements for coastal management only in England, 
which has a population of 51 million, compared to the UK total of about 60 million, 














1 The need for an integrated participatory approach 
1.1  The flexible boundary of the coastal zone 
‘The coast’ simply refers to the frontier where the land meets the sea, but defining 
‘the coastal zone’ for management purposes is not straightforward. Sources always 
indicate that it should include the intertidal zone as well as some land above the 
high-tide mark and some sea below the low-tide mark, but usually struggle to specify 
how much in both cases. This is partly because in many countries, including England, 
there has traditionally been a very clear separation between management of the land 
and management of the sea, with very little overlap at all. While local authorities are 
responsible for land planning and management their authority usually stops at the 
water’s edge,3 and marine management is conducted by national agencies under the 
control of central government departments. 
In Europe, it has been suggested that the seaward extent of the coastal zone 
might be the edge of the Exclusive Economic Zone (up to 200 km offshore), or the 
edge of the continental shelf (King, 2001), while an ‘ecosystem-based’ approach on 
land might try to include the entire watershed, including very large river-basins. In 
contrast, the European Environment Agency’s attempt to define the landward limit of 
the coastal zone focuses on the area where: 
 
‘most of the infrastructure and human activities directly connected with the sea 
are located … [Coasts have been historically important] for providing sources of 
food. Ports have generated industrial activity. Coastal zones are favoured areas 
for energy generation because of easy delivery of fuel for power stations and 
                                                  
3 In UK estuaries and bays, local authorities can make byelaws which partially extend 
their statutory authority below the low-tide mark. This is usually limited to health and 
safety regulations related to tourism and recreation. Harbour authorities are subject to 
local planning control but usually have special powers established by a specific Act 














convenient disposal of cooling water. The landward part of the coastal zone plays 
an important role as a place for human settlement and tourism’ (EEA, 2010). 
 
This definition, focusing attention on the human activities which need to be managed, 
may be appropriate for use in developed coastal areas where significant infrastructure 
exists and population density is high. Away from urban areas, however, it may be 
more natural to establish a management boundary based on a physical feature (e.g. 
river estuary and surrounding valley) or a coastal ecosystem (e.g. wetland or 
saltmarsh). For example, a guidance note to planning policy provided by the UK 
government concentrates more on the physical environment and natural processes: 
 
‘The coastal zone may … include areas of potential tidal flooding and erosion, 
enclosed tidal waters, such as estuaries and surrounding areas of land; and areas 
[of sea] which are directly visible from the coast. The inland limit of the zone 
will depend on the extent of direct maritime influences and coast-related 
activities. In some places, the coastal zone may be relatively narrow, such as 
where there are cliffs. Elsewhere, particularly where there are substantial areas of 
low-lying land and inter-tidal areas, it will be much wider’ (DEFRA, 2008). 
 
Faced with the lack of a universally appropriate definition, most researchers simply 
resort to stating the need for ‘a pragmatic approach’ to defining the coastal 
management boundary. As a result, the interpretation of ‘the coastal zone’ not only 
varies from place to place, but may also change in a single location, depending on the 
nature of the issues managers are trying to address and the outcomes they want to 
achieve. However, this flexible approach means that the management boundary will 
very rarely coincide with administrative boundaries, and that some kind of 
mechanism will therefore be necessary to coordinate the efforts of various local 
authorities and sectoral agencies, based on an awareness of shared goals and a spirit 
of cooperation. As a result, the flexible boundary of the coastal zone naturally 














1.2  Coastal resource exploitation and management 
‘Natural resources’ are the parts of nature that are used by people, and which have 
an economic or survival value. Those things which are considered to be resources 
change over time as customs, lifestyles and technology evolve, so while new 
resources (e.g. oil) may be discovered and used for the first time, other resources (e.g. 
small agricultural plots) may be abandoned. An incentive to regulate the use of 
resources is created when human demand exceeds natural supply, leading to scarcity. 
This usually results in the creation of property rights which entitle the use and 
exploitation of resources, but which always exist within certain limits that take into 
account the rights of others. Property rights can be held by individuals, communities, 
or the state, and situations where property rights are not defined or cannot be 
defended are described as ‘open-access’ regimes with ‘common-pool resources’ 
(Borrini-Feyerabend, 2007). 
Traditional exploitation of common-pool biological coastal resources usually 
occurred under cooperative management regimes developed by local communities, 
and low-level technology meant that resource exploitation usually stayed within 
sustainable limits. However, industrialisation invariably leads to population growth 
followed by migration from rural areas to coastal towns and cities (urbanisation). 
This results in increased competition for coastal space between economic sectors 
(agriculture, energy, fisheries, housing, manufacturing, mining, recreation, tourism, 
transportation, waste disposal, etc), and a new regulatory system has to be created to 
deal with these tensions. This usually involves a transfer of power from local 
communities to an increasingly powerful central state, which assigns property rights 
to itself and creates a number of government agencies to regulate different economic 
sectors, while permitting local institutions and authorities to maintain some 
management responsibilities (Cheong, 2008). 
However, the authority of the central state is now being challenged from above 
by international rules established by organisations such as the European Union and 














increasing power of transnational corporations. In addition, state authority is also 
being challenged from below, by calls for decentralised decision-making and 
democratic reforms that allows people to get involved in decision-making where 
these decisions affect their own lives (Blackmore, 2007; Borrini-Feyerabad, 2007). In 
particular, rural communities that remain economically dependent on natural resource 
exploitation have been encouraged to participate proactively in managing these 
resources. As a result, a gradual shift is occurring from traditional ‘command- 
and-control’ management regimes dictated by the central government, towards a 
modern interpretation that sees management and regulatory control as being 
essentially a process of negotiation and debate between all interested parties, and 
which seeks to achieve the voluntary coordination of the activities of social and 
political agents. This has led to increased use of voluntary agreements between 
government and industry, and voluntary adoption of standards which go beyond the 
requirements of government regulations, such as ISO 14000 (Heinelt, 2001). 
 
1.3   Coastal conflicts and the limitations of top-down management 
Most coastal management issues relate to resource depletion or degradation (e.g. 
declining fisheries, coastal erosion) (Zagonari, 2008), and disputes about the use of 
coastal resources are also common when there are competing claims to coastal space 
or when incompatible uses occur side by side (e.g. ports and beach tourism). 
According to the Social Learning for Integrated Management project, funded by 
the European Commission (the EU’s bureaucratic agency), coastal management 
dilemmas typically occur when six conditions are met: 
 
1) private property rights are not defined, i.e. common pool resources are involved; 
2) multiple stakeholders have competing claims; 
3) the stakeholders are interdependent; 
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